
SOVIET MEDIA AND THE AFGHAN 
WAR 1979-1989

STRATCOM UTOPIA OR 
DYSTOPIA?



TRAITS of Soviet STRATCOM

• Comprehensive, embracing all media

• Centrally Directed and Paid to Back Official Policy

• Union Card a License to Practice

• Totally respectful of government penchant for 
secrecy and unreservedly dedicated to the 
propagation of good news about the regime

• Not motivated by profit or the need for a prize-
winning scoop

• Anti-Soviet Propaganda Laws in Effect





Afghan Ethno-linguistic Map



General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev: Often 
Quoted but not a Public Personality



The Soviet Press

• Applause Meter Soviet Style

– “applause”

– “prolonged applause”

– “stormy, prolonged applause”



Media Trends during Afghan War

• Responding to a call for help from ally

• War just another front of imperialist anti-Soviet 
campaign waged by US and China

• No complexity: Ignore international disapproval and 
stay on offensive

• Never acknowledge domestic critics

• No casualties, hence no acknowledgement of 
veterans

• No video from the front



Getting Out the Word to the 
International Community



Handbook for the Party Activist



The Basmachi Movement: Historical 
Truth and the Fabrications of Falsifiers



Holiday Political Slogans



President Hafizullah Amin



March 21, 1980, President Jimmy 
Carter announced that  the United 
States would boycott the Summer 

Olympic Games in Moscow.



1980 Summer Games were to be a 
Soviet STRATCOM Triumph



1980 Summer Games Participants



Andrei Sakharov: Nobel Prize 
Winner Exiled to Gorkii 1981



Mikhail Gorbachev released the first 
Soviet casualty figures.

His Popularity Increased as Support 

for the War Declined



Gorbachev Interview with TIME September 
1985 Marks New Engagement Strategy



1987 Poster: “We  
Internationalists—The Times Chose 

Us”



Ruslan Aushev—We--Internationalists



We--Internationalists



Radio Liberty Survey Data

• 1984-1987 disapproval among urban adults 
grew from 25% to 45%

• Among adults listening to Western broadcasts 
disapproval grew from 52% to 71%

• Disapproval among Communist Party 
members grew from 8% to 37% while support 
dropped from 54% to 39%



Concluding Observations

• Soviet STRATCOM system could not sustain 
support for the war

• Absent coercion, a cohesive and vibrant 
antiwar movement would have appeared by 
1984

• People filled the information vacuum 
themselves

• Late war a serious “credibility gap” appeared



The end


